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I would like to take this opportunity to provide you with information about how the 
Shelby County Sheriff’s Office has handled the COVID-19 pandemic in the 
detention facilities. 
 
It is important to remember that these detainees are all pre-trial: they are presumed 
innocent and many will only be in custody for a short time, sometimes days or even 
hours. Facilities that house convicted individuals have a much more stable 
population. Also, the Sheriff’s Office is not permitted to “require” or “force” 
detainees to be vaccinated. If you remember, when the pandemic first began, it was 
believed that the virus was transmitted by touch/surfaces rather than air. Masks were 
to be reserved for first responders. Tests were to be used sparingly, and only for 
those with symptoms. 
 
We had regular meetings with the Shelby County Health Department (Health 
Department) and our inmate health provider to ensure that we were current as CDC 
and WHO guidance changed.  
 
The Sheriff’s Office invested in equipment to perform deep cleaning in the facilities 
so that we did not have to schedule and rely on professional cleaners. Deep cleaning 
is performed regularly and common surfaces in each housing units (phones, kiosks, 
tables) are cleaned hourly.  
 
Detainees are provided hand soap and are not penalized for having “too much” soap 
in their rooms. They have sanitizer, paper towels, and hospital-grade cleaning 
products that do not contain bleach available in each housing unit.  
 
Every detainee has at least 2 cloth masks, which are laundered regularly along with 
clothing, towels, and bedding. Everyone in the facilities must wear masks. Social 
distancing is maintained as possible.  
 



When masks were difficult to obtain, we reached out to the community and were 
able to purchase $5,000 worth of masks, well before they were provided to us at no 
charge. We purchased sewing machines to make masks and continue to do that 
today. Masks are required of everyone within our facilities, detainees, staff and 
vendors.  
 
Shelby County Government purchased a system to enhance the air at the main jail, 
at a cost of more than $1 million dollars.  
 
All staff and vendors undergo a documented health screen questionnaire and 
temperature check daily prior to admittance into the detention facility.  
 
All detainees receive a health screening at intake including a questionnaire, temperature 
check, and they are provided information about COVID-19 and, now, vaccinations. At 
201, every detainee is provided a hand-out, printed in English and Spanish, about 
COVID-19. 
 
Pursuant to the Health Department guidance, all new detainees without symptoms are 
housed separately in quarantine for at least 14 days and screened by medical personnel 
before being placed in “general population.” They are tested after 12 days. 
 
The new detainees with symptoms or who provide information about exposure will be 
tested and housed separately in isolation until they are cleared by medical personnel 
before being placed in “general population.”  
 
Detainees have non-contact recreation daily.  
 
The courts hearing detainees’ cases have adapted in large part to having video 
appearances to avoid excessive movement. Likewise, numerous adjustments have been 
made to have various forms of non-contact visitation with legal counsel. This has 
required significant manpower to schedule.  
 
Education efforts have been ongoing. Early on, the facilities began showing educational 
videos, including an animated video, multiple times each day. The videos promoting 
vaccinations have evolved to include vaccination information from former President 
Obama, the families of the Tuskegee Experiment (https://getvaccineanswers.org/legacy), 
and even detainees who have received the vaccine.  
 
Project Pat of the Oscar-award winning rap group Three-Six Mafia spoke at a 
motivational session in October. The NBA is providing a Grizzlies-oriented video to run 
daily urging vaccination.  
 
We have held “White Coat Pep Rallies” where medical professionals have question and 
answer sessions with men at the Jail. There are weekly Town Hall meetings in housing 
units with medical professionals where men can ask questions about COVID-19 and the 
vaccine, as well as other concerns.  

https://getvaccineanswers.org/legacy


 
Not only is printed information posted and handed out, there is additional information 
provided before each phone call and each use of the kiosk. The detainees have created 
numerous posters urging vaccinations which are posted throughout the facilities.  
 
Vaccinations had been offered weekly under the guidance of the City of Memphis. 
Currently, vaccinations are offered daily under the guidance of the Health Department. 
Our medical provider has been approved to store the vaccine and vaccinate as needed 
and that will begin soon.  
 
When detainees are vaccinated, they are provided fresh fruit as that is recommended for 
hydration and other purposes. All aftercare is free and medical staff checks to ensure 
there are no problems. They are also provided a $20.00 credit on their trust account. 
They were entered in the City-sponsored drawing for vehicles and have been entered in 
a Jail drawing where Judge Lambert Ryan drew the names of 3 vaccinated detainees 
who each received $100 on his account. The housing unit that had the highest 
percentage of detainees become vaccinated were provided a celebratory pizza party.  
There has been an ebb and flow to positive cases. In the beginning, a large number of 
men without symptoms who were suspected of exposure to or having COVID-19, were 
housed together. When they were ultimately tested, they were positive. That was the 
only time that large numbers of men have tested positive.  
 
Excluding the spike for the Delta variant, it is typical to have fewer than 10 men testing 
positive and typically there are no women and no youth testing positive. Usually, those 
testing positive are new detainees.  
 
Today, we have 1 positive case in all 3 facilities.  
 
To increase our staff levels, we have stepped up recruiting efforts, holding job fairs in 
the community with personnel present to assist with completing the applications and 
command staff present to conduct interviews. The starting salary has been increased, 
they receive a $5,000 retention incentive and staff referring a successful candidate 
receives $1,000. We have graduated 3 Corrections Deputy recruit classes since the 
pandemic began and are doing our best to increase our staffing and relax the mandatory 
overtime requirements.  
 
The Criminal Court and General Sessions Judges, the District Attorney General, the 
Public Defender, and law enforcement agencies have been working diligently to 
decrease the detained population, with great success until the recent increase in violent 
crime, particularly among youth.  
 
Our team regularly looks at such things as: 1) vulnerable/medically fragile detainees; 2) 
those whose cases are not moving quickly; and 3) those whose charges might make 
them eligible for a bond reduction/quick disposition. Outreach is conducted to partners 
in the defense bar, the prosecutors, and the judiciary to see if these people might safely 
be released.  



 
Our Expeditor, Mischelle Best, looks at those things as well as ensuring that people who 
do not belong in our custody because they have been recently convicted or their Shelby 
County hearing/case is resolved are brought to the appropriate facility.  
 
During this difficult time, it should be noted that the American Correctional Association 
has recently reviewed the 3 detention facilities and is recommending reaccreditation. 
Likewise, the National Commission on Correctional Health Care is recommending 
reaccreditation for our medical provider. The Tennessee Corrections Institute has also 
recommended reaccreditation.  
 
While I cannot comment directly on pending litigation, the court documents will show 
that the case was settled earlier this year. The case was to be fully dismissed when, 
among other things, a vaccine was made available to detainees, detainees were provided 
educational material, detainees were provided incentives to be vaccinated and they were 
not to be punished for declining to be vaccinated. We believe we have accomplished that 
but there remains disagreement and that is what is on appeal right now. 
 
As for comments about legal counsel, the County Attorney’s Office makes all decisions 
regarding representation.  
 
Whenever families or attorneys provide the Sheriff’s Office with specific concerns about 
a detainee, we promptly investigate and respond. We cannot respond to vague 
allegations that provide no specifics about names, dates, and locations.  
 
It is my mission to protect and care for every detainee in my custody and I will do my 
utmost to fulfill that mission. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


